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		Marjorie had no feeling of impending disaster as she walked down Harrison Way from the railway station. It was a tranquil summer evening, there was a gentle breath of wind blowing which cooled without chilling, and set rustling the leaves of the little copper beeches which lined the edge of the pavement. The stars overhead were bright and friendly. Marjorie had no apprehensions.

		She was sufficiently accustomed to being away from her children for the evening to have no worries about them at all. Since Anne had reached the age of seven she could be relied on to sleep soundly from the moment of going to bed, and Derrick, who was not yet four, did not cause trouble once in six weeks, and as both the children were fond of Dot they would have gone to bed without demur. Dot would have had a dull evening just sitting in the house doing nothing, but perhaps Ted had already got back from the billiard hall and set her free to go home to Mother – and in any event Dot seemed to like dull evenings, because she had often said she did not mind coming to sit in the house while the children were in bed, and she never wanted Mother to come round too and share her loneliness.

		Marjorie had enjoyed her jaunt tonight. She had been to town to visit Millicent Dunne. They had dined together in an Italian restaurant, with a waiter to attend to them, and a small flask of Chianti to drink, and after that they had gone back to Millicent’s one-roomed flat at Victoria and had sat and talked for hours and hours, in fact until Marjorie had to hurry to catch a late train home. Marjorie contrasted, without envy, but with some curiosity, her quiet suburban life with Millicent’s as a bachelor girl in town, her duties as a mother and wife with Millicent’s interesting job as a welfare supervisor at a factory. Millicent was a polished and tactful woman of the world now, but – she would be an old maid one day. Marjorie felt that Derrick and Anne compensated her for any possible loss of a professional career; and in any case she thought she had never had enough brains for one. Millicent had
			always been far cleverer at school.

		The hall light was alight, as Marjorie could see through the glass over the door when she reached the gate, but the sitting room was in darkness. Perhaps Dot was in the kitchen making herself a cup of cocoa; it was hardly possible that Ted should have been home so much before as to have had time to see her off and go to bed. Marjorie opened the door with her key and said ‘Coo-ee’ gently, as was her way. There was no reply, and then, as she passed the threshold, Marjorie smelt gas. The hall reeked with it; when she hesitated at the foot of the stairs she distinctly heard the hissing of escaping gas.

		Marjorie sprang to the kitchen door, dropping her handbag. The kitchen was in darkness, and when Marjorie opened the door the stench of gas seemed to strike her in the face. She reached for the switch. Her head was sufficiently clear for her to wonder for a second whether it was dangerous to turn on a light in that atmosphere, and then to reassure herself that it was only matches or candles which would cause an explosion. The light revealed the kitchen with its blue and white paper; and it revealed, too, Dot in her pretty summer frock lying on the floor with her head inside the open gas oven.

		Marjorie gave a little scream, and as she did so her lungs revolted at the rush of gas into them. She forced herself to recover, holding her breath. Rushing across to the oven, she turned off the tap; still holding her breath, she flung open the kitchen window and then stooped to lift Dot. But she could hold her breath no longer. A sudden gasp brought more gas into her lungs, and she felt her head swim. She could not lift Dot yet. It called for all her strength to totter out into the hall where the reek of gas was not too strong to breathe. Gasping, she pulled open the front door and stood on the front step. The cool night air was like water when she was thirsty. The little wind blew past her; she told herself that, blowing in through the front door and out of the kitchen window, it would soon clear the kitchen of the gas. She breathed deeply again, about to go back to the kitchen, when she heard the sound of steps
			coming down the quiet street, and someone singing in a subdued tone. It was Ted. She saw him in the lamplight, jaunty as ever in his waisted coat, his bowler hat tilted at its usual angle a little back over his ears.

		‘Ted!’ she said. ‘Oh, Ted!’

		He gave a start of surprise at the sound of her voice, and hurried up the little path.

		‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

		‘It’s Dot – in the kitchen –’

		He pushed past her, and pulled up short on the kitchen threshold.

		‘Is she dead?’ he demanded.

		‘I don’t know. I didn’t have time to look – ’

		There was only a faint smell of gas in the room now. A sudden stronger puff of wind slammed the front door and made the little house shake. Ted took a step forward and then drew back.

		‘Nobody must touch her,’ he said. ‘Go and fetch help. Go next door. There’s a ’phone there.’

		Up to this moment Marjorie had thought clearly and rapidly, but now the succeeding events of the night began to grow unreal and nightmarish; and in Marjorie’s memory subsequently there remained a series of pictures which, although vivid, were blurred at the edges. There was a picture of Mrs Taylor next door, in her nightdress and with her hair in two plaits, looking round her front door at her in bewilderment after Marjorie had banged loudly on her knocker two or three times. Mr Taylor had flannellette pyjamas with a brown stripe in them; Marjorie saw a tear under his armpit as he dialled for the police. There was a picture of Dot’s face, strangely pink, as they lifted her from the floor with her head hanging. It was not that her cheeks were coloured artificially, for Marjorie knew that Dot only used powder. You could not imagine her dead, except that her skin was so cold that to touch it was repellent.
			There was a police sergeant there now and a policeman.

		‘Do dead people always look like that?’ whispered Marjorie – she had never seen anyone dead before.

		‘Mostly they do when they’ve used gas, madam,’ said the sergeant. ‘I’ve seen a lot of them.’

		The policeman was asking all sorts of questions about letters. She knew of none, but in the end she let the policeman poke about and look for them himself.

		Now there was a doctor in a black coat, asking short cold questions of Ted, who was answering them bluffly and concisely. She admired Ted at that moment for being so unshaken and clearheaded. She could not have answered those questions – the doctor had indeed addressed one to her and she had not heard what he said although she had seen his lips move. Mother had come now, too, in her black coat and hat, neat and brisk and trim as she always was, with the quickness of movement natural to a tiny person like her. She was clear headed, too, and seemingly unshaken at her favourite child’s suicide, or so Marjorie thought until she saw that Mother had tears on her cheeks and more tears in her grey eyes.

		Then all the crowd has passed away, and she and Ted were alone together again, after a great deal had been written down in black notebooks. The children were still fast asleep, having slept through all the noise and bustle downstairs – at the sergeant’s suggestion she had already gone up once and tiptoed into each room, to find each child quite quiet and no smell of gas noticeable, thanks to their closed doors and wide open windows. Marjorie listened outside each door again, automatically, as she always did before going to bed, while Ted was downstairs turning out the lights and locking the back door.

		She had taken off her frock and was standing before the mirror letting down her hair when Ted came in. It was only then that a flood of realization broke upon her, that it was borne in fully upon her that Dot was dead, had killed herself, and she would never see her again, while here they were going callously to bed as though nothing had happened. She turned away from the mirror to her husband.

		‘Oh Ted!’ she said. ‘Ted, isn’t it dreadful?’

		She went towards him, and put her hands on his shoulders and rested her cheek on his chest. Her whole body jerked with the violence of her sobs, and she wept passionately, the first tears she had shed that evening.

		‘Don’t let it upset you, old girl,’ said Ted. He patted first her shoulder, and then lower down her back, where she sat down. During all their nine married years and before that, too, Ted had always patted her there as a gesture of affection; she would probably have missed it if he omitted to do so. By now she had attained indifference to it, but tonight she found herself wishing that he would not do it with Dot dead and in the police mortuary. And though her love for him was by now long dead, although there had been times when she hated him, or feared him, or despised him, although she was now as indifferent to him as she was to the front door knocker or her nightdress-case, he was all she had at the moment to turn to for companionship in her trouble. She clung to him, holding the lapels of his coat, still shaking as her sobs tore at her.

		‘Don’t worry, lovey,’ said Ted. ‘Lovey’ was one of the vulgar endearments he used when he was feeling affectionate. He put his hand under her chin and lifted her face to his, and kissed her mouth with thick, half-open lips. There was the smell of drink on his breath – she was used to that. But she realized with cold horror as she felt his hands on her body that Ted was proposing tonight to be ‘troublesome’ – that was her word for it to herself – tonight of all nights, when Dot had just killed herself in misery downstairs. She looked up at him. Apparently the rush and bustle of the last hour had excited him as rush and bustle often did. His eyes were very bright, and his forehead was twitching and furrowing spasmodically – a sure sign; it was nearly ten years since she had first noticed it.

		‘Kiss me, lovey,’ he said, and she closed her eyes and kissed him. That was less trouble than refusing – once or twice she had refused herself to him, both with and without reasonable excuse, and it had always meant an unpleasant scene, and a sulky brute of a husband glowering at her next day until she yielded to him. His hands were searching her body as his tongue was searching her lips. He pressed himself against her, heated and excited; it was more than sexual excitement. She knew, in a clairvoyant moment, that the events of the evening had stimulated him to this pitch, and that to possess her would give him relief. Just as some men transmuted their sexual urgings to something loftier and nobler, so Ted in the opposite way translated all his stimuli into the plane of sex. There could be no denying him. She was engulfed in misery, but at least it was misery demanding some action from her, and not the black passive
			misery she had felt when she had turned to Ted from the mirror.

		‘Buck up, old girl,’ said Ted. Instead of patting and pressing her to him he now gave her a little push away from him, and obediently she turned and went away into the bathroom. She was fortunately not revolted by the details of birth control methods, but merely and coldly indifferent to them. She dealt with herself meticulously, for now that she had two children she had no wish to become pregnant again. Ted was waiting for her naked when she came back. She had forgotten the time when it had given her a strange thrill of passionate daring to discover that he had thick black hair over his breastbone.

		‘Come on, lovey,’ he said eagerly, as she came in.

		Marjorie had known all along that there would be no sleep for her that night – she always lay wakeful nowadays, restless and jangled, after Ted had been ‘troublesome’, and tonight it was far, far worse. She supposed it must have been two o’clock when Ted went to sleep, hot and heavy beside her and with his breathing a tiny trifle louder than when he was awake. She lay on her back at the edge of the bed, with the pillow drawn under the nape of her neck, too weary now for tears, and with her emotions too tangled for her misery to be acute. She was only conscious of black, sleepless depression, of a more deep-rooted unhappiness than ever she had known before.
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		A suburban electric railway line ran at the end of the garden of the little semi-detached house. When the service was running the house shook at ten-minute intervals to the passage of the trains, for there was a twenty minute service in each direction, but the last train of the day went by at a quarter past one in the morning, and at first while Marjorie lay wakeful the house was wrapped in the tense quiet of a suburban night. It was midsummer, and the room never grew wholly dark. There was always the twin pale squares of the windows to be seen, and later she noticed that they were growing brighter. And then she noticed the sparrows and starlings beginning to twitter, and then, ever so far away, the trotting hoofs of a horse. That was a milkcart on its way to begin its round – now that the milkcarts had begun to use motorcar wheels you could only hear the horse and never the cart. While the horse was still within earshot she
			heard a distant rhythmical clanking.

		It was an electric train running down the steep incline of the railway behind the house – up trains and down trains sounded quite different, to the practised ear, because of the slope. If the train were running down, it was ten or thirty or fifty minutes past the hour; if it were running up, then it was exactly the hour or twenty or forty minutes past. This was the first up train, and the time was therefore twenty minutes to six. Its clanking rose in a mild crescendo, the house trembled faintly as it went by, and then the sound continued in a steady diminuendo until it was suddenly cut short by a squeal of brakes as the train stopped at the distant station. Only when everything was quite quiet could one hear that last sound in Harrison Way; as it was the morning was so still that Marjorie heard the compartment doors slamming and the grinding sound of the train getting under way again.

		When everything was quiet once more Ted suddenly stirred beside her. He grunted, and kicked out in very much the same way as little Derrick would kick in his cot when he was not fully asleep, and then he grunted again and turned over on his other side, towards her. This was a little surprising, because Ted usually slept as still as a log, especially after a night during which he had been tiresome. Furtively, and with infinite precaution not to disturb him, Marjorie worked down the bottom of her nightdress until it was over her feet. It may have been that movement which disturbed him, although Marjorie did not think so. Whether it was so or not, Ted grunted once more, and stiffened into wakefulness, and turned onto his back. He cleared his throat with his cigarette-smoker’s cough, as he always did on awaking, while Marjorie pretended to be asleep.

		More unusual than ever, he was muttering to himself under his breath, and then checked himself suddenly. He reached out a cautious hand and laid it on Marjorie’s body, but Marjorie lay quite still pretending sleep; she was so unhappy and she did not want him to be tiresome again, even though she had never known him to mutter to himself as a preliminary to tiresomeness. Satisfied that she was asleep, Ted withdrew his hand. He lay rigid and still – Marjorie had the impression of an unwonted tenseness about him – and once or twice Marjorie heard him muttering again.

		It was all odd, this early wakefulness, this tenseness, this muttering. For a moment Marjorie was at a loss to explain it to herself, until it dawned upon her that he must be seriously upset – far more upset than she had suspected or anticipated – by Dot’s death. There was actual comfort in that for Marjorie; the knowledge that she was not alone in her misery in that house diminished her unhappiness to quite a large degree. Her heart warmed a little to her husband; she might even have reached across and touched him had she not been afraid lest he should misconstrue her action. As it was, she lay still, noting his sleeplessness and sensing the tension.

		The other morning noises began now. Marjorie heard their own milkman’s cart come up the road, and the sharp chink as he put the milk bottle on the step. Other trains went by with their rhythmical clanking and their accompaniment of a faint trembling of the fabric of the house. There was the snap of the letter box as the newspaper was put through. Then she heard Derrick beginning to sing – Derrick when he awoke always piped just like the awakening starlings, but he was a good little boy and stayed in his cot until he was told he might get up. Anne slept later and more heavily.

		Marjorie felt she must make an early start today to be ready to face all the troubles that must soon begin. The police sergeant had spoken about an inquest. She knew nothing about inquests and the thought troubled her. She might have a great deal to explain to the children, too; and Mother would be sure to be round quite early, and she expected that the news would bring everyone else hot foot as soon as it spread. Mrs Posket, for instance, would be sure to come in when she heard about it. Mrs Taylor, of course, would want to talk about it again to her. The sooner she got up the better.

		Marjorie slipped back the bed clothes and swung herself out of bed. Safely out, she looked back at her husband, who lay gazing up at the ceiling – or rather through the ceiling, clean out to the blue sky above, it seemed to Marjorie. She was touched at the sight of his distress, so much so that, as very rarely happened, she stooped and kissed him without an invitation. The kiss was not returned – Ted was unaware of her proximity until she touched him, and she appeared to startle him, for he jumped at the contact. He made no other sign of having noticed the kiss, and Marjorie, a little hurt, turned away and, picking up her clothes ran across to the bathroom in her nightdress.

		Dressing was sufficiently an automatic process to leave her with the power to feel her unhappiness acutely, although not as acutely as it might have been because she was also a little puzzled over Ted’s most unexpected distress and thought about that as well. Then, once she was dressed, a mother’s routine engulfed her and she had no time to feel unhappy for a space. There was breakfast to be prepared, and she had to supervise Derrick’s dressing – Derrick did his best to dress himself, but he always put his socks on with the heel to the front and this morning he contrived most ingeniously to put on his trousers upside down. Marjorie had to fry the bacon and lay the table and make some sort of replies to Derrick’s insistent chatter and see that Anne washed behind the ears and have hot water ready for Ted to shave with. It was always an exacting, if not a very strenuous, three quarters of an hour before she
			got them safely seated at the table in the kitchen with their food before them.

		There was comfort to be found in the fact that neither of the children asked questions about Auntie Dot – they had slept through all the noises of the night and took it for granted that, as often before, she had gone home after their bedtime when relived by the arrival of one of their parents. Yet on the other hand, even in the midst of the rush and bustle Marjorie found herself thinking with horror that she was giving the children food in the room where Dot had killed herself only twelve hours before, food cooked, moreover, on the very oven with which she had killed herself. She allowed Derrick’s milk to boil over at that thought, and the gas flame beneath the saucepan was extinguished, and before Marjorie could turn off the tap she caught a whiff of gas which made her turn sick and faint, so that she sat down suddenly at the table just as Ted came in with his shoes in his hand.

		He was pale, too. Marjorie thought they must look like a pair of ghosts; she was glad neither of the children noticed it.

		‘I’d better go to the office until they want me,’ said Ted.

		‘Yes,’ said Marjorie.

		‘Who wants you, Daddy?’ asked Anne – all her life it had been impressed upon her that nothing in the world equalled in importance Daddy’s punctual arrival at the office. Ted ignored the question.

		‘And what about Anne going to school?’ asked Ted.

		‘Oh, of course she must go,’ said Marjorie. She could not bear the thought of having Anne tagging after her all the morning.

		‘What are you talking about, Daddy?’ asked Anne. ‘Why shouldn’t I go to school? Daddy! Mummy! What’s happened?’

		‘Be quiet, Anne!’ snapped Marjorie – and Marjorie was generally inclined to be specially gentle with Anne since she had realized that it was Derrick who had won her heart. Anne sat abashed, her lips trembling. It was sufficiently rare for her adored mother to speak sharply to her for the event to bring tears. She was just going to cry when a sharp rat-tat-tat on the side door distracted her attention, Grannie came in from the side entrance, and Anne could never remember before Grannie arriving at breakfast time. Marjorie cried out gladly at the sight of her.

		‘Come and have a cup of tea, Mother,’ she said, and rose automatically and began to prepare a place for her.

		‘Thank you, dear,’ said Mrs Clair. She was the same trim, quiet, efficient little woman she always was, and spoke in the same soft voice. Marjorie felt a great wave of relief at her coming.

		‘Good morning, Ted,’ said Mrs Clair.

		‘Morning, Mother,’ said Ted. He did not look at her.

		‘Nothing happened yet?’ asked Mrs Clair.

		‘No,’ said Marjorie.

		‘What is going to happen?’ asked Anne.

		‘Hold your row,’ growled Ted, and the two women exchanged glances which Ted did not see because his eyes were on the floor.

		Ted scraped back his chair.

		‘Well, I’m off,’ he said. ‘Ring me up at the office if you want me.’

		He still did not meet their eyes as he went off.

		‘What will you want Daddy for Mummy?,’ asked Anne. She remembered an incident two years old, when Mummy had been severely lectured by Daddy for daring to telephone him at his office.

		‘I don’t expect Mummy will want him at all,’ interposed Mrs Clair. ‘And I like that pretty frock of yours more every time I see it.’

		That was quite sufficient to satisfy Anne. She put on her hat and allowed herself to be seen off to school without another question.

		It was only then that the two women could settle themselves to fresh cups of tea and, turning deaf ears to Derrick’s chatter, could talk about the events of last night.

		‘Ted’s upset properly, Mother,’ said Marjorie.

		‘Anyone can see that. What about you, my dear? Did you sleep last night?’

		‘Not a single minute. Did you, Mother?’

		‘No, of course not. I was thinking too much. Marjorie, what made her do it?’

		‘I don’t know, Mother. She’d always seemed so jolly to me. She didn’t have a care in the world, I used to think.’

		‘She’s been quieter than usual the last month or two, I thought,’ said Mrs Clair.

		But it was impossible to have a continuous conversation. Interruptions began immediately. Mrs Taylor from next door, having seen off her husband to work, came knocking at the side door to hear the latest development. Mrs Posket from five doors down, with whom Marjorie had only the barest nodding acquaintance, but who was the notorious gossip of Harrison Way, came five minutes later, just as Marjorie had anticipated. She had awakened too late last night, by bad luck, only arousing herself just in time to see the ambulance drive off. She listened with envy to Mrs Taylor’s breathless account of how Mrs Grainger’s knocking had brought her down from bed, and of how she had come into the house, into this very kitchen, and had actually seen the dead girl lying with her head in the oven.

		‘Ooh!’ said Mrs Posket. It was heartrending to think of what she had missed.

		‘Dreadful, it was,’ said Mrs Taylor. ‘I shan’t forget it to my dying day.’

		‘All twisted up, was she?’ asked Mrs Posket.

		‘No,’ said Mrs Taylor reluctantly. ‘Just lying as if she was asleep with her face on her arm.’

		‘I should have thought if she’d been suffocated she’d have all been twisted up,’ said Mrs Posket, suspiciously. ‘What did she do it for?’

		‘Nobody knows,’ said Mrs Taylor. ‘I was just asking Mrs Grainger when you came.’

		‘P’raps the inquest’ll tell us,’ said Mrs Posket. She exchanged significant glances with Mrs Taylor. Not until that very moment had it occurred to the dead woman’s mother and sister that she might possibly have been pregnant – it took Mrs Posket’s presence to wake that suspicion. Mrs Clair caught sight of Marjorie’s white face.

		‘Here, Marjorie,’ she said, briskly. ‘Inquest or no inquest, the housework’s got to be done. If you go upstairs and do the beds, I’ll get these crocks washed up and answer the door.’

		But even then there were certain interruptions which demanded Marjorie’s personal attention. A policeman came with a thunderous rat-tat, and he had a letter for Mrs Grainger which he had to give into her hands – Mrs Clair would not do.

		‘I’ve got one here for your husband, Mrs Grainger,’ said the constable.

		‘He’s at his office,’ replied Marjorie.

		‘The Gas Company’s showrooms in the High Street?’ asked the constable, studying his papers.

		‘Yes.’

		‘Then I’ll deliver it to him there. Let me see. I’ve given your mother hers. That will be all, then. Thank you, madam.’

		The envelope contained a command, backed up by hints of the severe consequences which would follow disobedience, to attend upon the inquest of Dorothy Evelyn Clair to be held at the coroner’s court at eleven o’clock a.m. on the twentieth of June – tomorrow. In her dazed state of mind Marjorie only guessed at the meaning of the summons by intuition – its slightly archaic wording made but a small impression on her.

		She had hardly returned upstairs to continue the weekly turning out of the big bedroom when there came another interruption. Derrick had managed to cut his finger, and he would not trust even his beloved Grannie to tie it up for him; no one would do except Mummy. Marjorie found a strip of rag and bandaged the nasty cut.

		‘How did you do this, sonny?’ asked Marjorie.

		Derrick only hung his head in silence, his howls suddenly stilled – a sure sign that he had been doing something he should not. His grandmother answered for him.

		‘That’s what happens when naughty little boys open the dustbin,’ she said, and continued, explanatorily. ‘He’d been in the garden as good as gold for the last twenty minutes. He must have got to the dustbin the minute I was out of the kitchen. It was those broken bottles which cut him.’

		‘Broken bottles?’ echoed Marjorie. As the only person who ever put anything in the dustbin she ought to know what was there, and she had no recollection at all of putting bottles, broken or unbroken, in the dustbin for months back.

		‘You look and see,’ said Mrs Clair.

		In the dustbin were the black fragments of two wine bottles – she could see there had been two because the necks and bottoms were still distinguishable. Marjorie guessed what they had contained; the highly alcoholic coarse red wine which had recently made its appearance in the local shops. Ted had brought a bottle home a few weeks back. Fermented and fortified in England, it saved the consumer a few pence in duty on every bottle, and was now, as Ted had pointed out, the cheapest drink (if speedy intoxication were the drinker’s sole aim) obtainable. A man could get drunk on it for at least a shilling less than he could do on whisky. But what two bottles – broken ones at that – were doing in her dustbin she could not guess at all. Ted could not have put them there, because he did not come home last night after leaving the showrooms and going to his billiards match. It was one of those mysteries which her brain was too weary to
			deal with.

		And then, a few minutes after twelve o’clock, Anne came running in from school.

		‘Mummy! Mummy! It isn’t true about Auntie Dot, is it?’

		Marjorie felt that she ought to have guessed that the news of a suicide would in twelve hours have penetrated even among the children at school.

		‘I don’t know what you’ve heard, Anne,’ she said ‘but I expect it’s true.’

		Anne’s face distorted itself ready to cry while at the same moment her mouth opened to say what she head heard, but with a quick gesture Mrs Clair called her attention to Derrick’s presence, and with a shake of her head and a finger to her lip impressed upon her the need for silence so as not to upset the child. Anne was pleased with having in this fashion her immense superiority in age over Derrick acknowledged, at joining in a conspiracy of silence composed of three women.

		Derrick, of course, had heard the words he ought not to have heard.

		‘Auntie Dot!’ he said. ‘Auntie Dot! I like Auntie Dot. I hope she comes again soon.’

		The silence with which his remarks were received he took as indicating what a profound impression they were making. He started again.

		‘Auntie Dot! Auntie Dot!’

		Ted had come in by now, and sat at the table waiting for his dinner.

		‘Shut up!’ he blazed out suddenly at Derrick, and naturally Derrick howled again, and Anne cried in sympathy, and the meal was disordered and muddled. In the middle of the confusion Ted rose from the table and hurried out again – his lunch time interval was only three quarters of an hour, and he had in that time to walk up from the High Street and back – and left to the women the task of pacifying the children. When that was done Mrs Clair turned to her daughter.

		‘You’re done up,’ she said. ‘You go straight upstairs and lie down. I’ll see Anne off to school and then I’ll take Derrick out in the park.’

		Not more than once a month did Marjorie lie down in the afternoon, but today, a soon as her attention was called to her weariness, she found that she was yearning inexpressibly for rest. She hesitated a moment.

		‘What about you, Mother?’ she asked. ‘You’re as tired as I am.’

		‘Oh no I’m not,’ retorted Mrs Clair. ‘We don’t feel tired at my age. Off you go.’

		Marjorie dragged herself upstairs, to the bedroom where the hot afternoon sun was beginning to find its way through the windows. She found she was too tired even to take off her dress; she sank onto the bed, turned on her side, and slept almost at once. Yet in her heavy sleep she dreamed tumultuously. Some of the dreams were disturbing, although silly – dreams about black fragments of wine bottles lying in a dustbin.
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		On Friday morning as Marjorie, with Derrick holding her hand, was walking along the High Street to do her shopping, the poster of the Weekly Advertiser caught her eye.

		‘City Typist’s Rash Act’, she read, ‘Inquest full report.’

		The city typist was Dot, she knew, and her rash act was her suicide. Marjorie rarely spent twopence upon the local paper, but she did so today. More extravagant still, she went into Mountain’s, the High Street café, where the rich women went, and she bought Derrick’s silence for a space by a fourpenny ice cream and a moment’s peace for herself in which to read the paper by her order for a fourpenny cup of coffee.

		She found the column she was looking for quickly enough – a good juicy local suicide was bound to have prominent position in the local paper.

		‘Mr Harley Brown, the Deputy Coroner, sitting without a jury, found a verdict of “Suicide while Temporarily Insane”, after inquiring into the death of Dorothy Evelyn Clair, shorthand typist, aged twenty-eight, of 16, Dewsbury Road, on the 18 th of June last. Doctor Aloysius Montgomery, in his evidence, said that the cause of death was carbon monoxide poisoning as the result of inhaling coal gas. Deceased had eaten a meal and had drunk a perceptible amount of alcohol shortly before death. It was not unusual for persons contemplating suicide to drink freely in order to stimulate their courage. It was rarer for them to eat food, but he could not say that it was remarkable. He had known many cases. Deceased was three months pregnant.

		‘Sergeant Hale, of the Metropolitan Police, gave evidence that he came to 77, Harrison Way, in reply to a telephone call, and found the girl there dead on the floor with her head inside the gas oven. He found no letters or any other indication of any motive for the act.

		‘Marjorie Grainger, married, sister of the deceased, described how her sister came to look after the house at 77, Harrison Way during the evening while her husband and she were out. On returning home shortly before midnight she had smelt gas and on entering the kitchen had found the deceased as described. The kitchen was full of gas from the oven tap, and after turning out the gas and opening the window she telephoned for the police. She knew of no reason why her sister would be unhappy; she had always been bright and cheerful. She knew of one or two little flirtations on her sister’s part, but of no serious affair, certainly none in the last two years. Edward Grainger, her husband, corroborated.

		‘Martha Clair, widow, mother of the deceased, said that her daughter had lived with her all her life at 16, Dewsbury Road. She was always a bright and cheerful girl, although she thought she had noticed a change in her during the last few weeks. Deceased had known very few men, and if there had been a serious affair she was sure she would have known about it.

		‘Mabel Somerset, charity organizer, said the deceased had been in her employ as shorthand typist for the last four years. She had always found her diligent, cheerful and active. The course of her employment would bring her into contact with very few men. She knew of no reason why the girl should take her life. Her affairs were all in order.

		‘Mr Harley Brown, in returning the verdict as above, said there was no doubt that this unfortunate girl had been betrayed by an unscrupulous man who did not have the courage to come forward and confess. He wished he knew who he was, although the publicity would not be sufficient punishment for him.’

		Marjorie dropped the newspaper on her lap when she had finished the column. The short, bald sentences, mangled by the reporter’s painful rendering of them into oratio obliqua, gave no clear impression of the scene in the court. Certainly it gave a wrong impression of the way she had given her evidence – of her stupid tears, and of the kindly questioning by the bald-headed Deputy Coroner which had coaxed her evidence from her; just as it gave no real picture of the Deputy Coroner’s righteous indignation, which had made him go all pink in the face, when he spoke of Dot’s betrayal – just as that cold, wicked word ‘deceased’ summoned up no picture of Dot, pretty and lighthearted and gay.

		But there were two little

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		A Note on the Text

		Hollywood, 1935: The young C. S. Forester is offered a contract to write a film script. He had previously come across some late eighteenth-century volumes of the Naval Chronicle and after the Hollywood contract, these accompanied him on his sea-journey back to England via Central America. The result: the first Hornblower novel.

		Forester missed England during his stay in California. Not foreseeing the pressure that would grow on him to write more Hornblowers, he now wrote a classic London thriller about murder, sex and revenge, The Pursued. In his personal notes, Forester refers to it as ‘the lost novel … It was written, sent to London and Boston, accepted and made the subject of signed agreements’.

		But the Spanish Civil War intervened. Forester now went to Spain and the Peninsular War of 140 years previously stirred his interest. With a new sense of excitement he realized that this could be a second Hornblower novel.

		Forester wrote ‘It would not be fitting for The Pursued to be published between these two [Hornblower] books’. After ‘a long and solemn telegram from Boston’, publication was delayed. ‘The lost novel was really lost. It is just possible that a typescript still exists, forgotten and gathering dust in a rarely used storeroom in Boston or Bloomsbury’.

		Oxford, 1999: I assist Dr Colin Blogg in founding the C. S. Forester Society, in appreciation of the author’s narrative skill, his flawless English prose and his studies of ‘the Man Alone’, set against well-depicted contemporary backgrounds. I had been reading Forester since schoolboy days, went on to read English at Oxford and was confirmed in my estimation of this great writer. So when an unpublished Forester novel appeared in a small auction in London we were determined to acquire it. Colin and I are now owners of the script bearing the typist’s name.

		London, 2011: Penguin Books (which now owns Forester’s old publishers, Michael Joseph) arrange publication of this little masterpiece of London life between the wars: The Pursued – so very nearly, the One that Got Away. An extraordinary find and a rare first view of one of the great English twentieth-century novelists at the peak of his powers.

		Lawrence Brewer, Peopleton, 2011
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